Unusual autonomic ganglia: connections, chemistry, and plasticity of pelvic ganglia.
The pelvic ganglia provide the majority of the autonomic nerve supply to reproductive organs, urinary bladder, and lower bowel. Of all autonomic ganglia, they are probably the least understood because in many species their anatomy is particularly complex. Furthermore, they are unusual autonomic ganglia in many ways, including their connections, structure, chemistry, and hormone sensitivity. This review will compare and contrast the normal structure and function of pelvic ganglia with other types of autonomic ganglia (sympathetic, parasympathetic, and enteric). Two aspects of plasticity in the pelvic pathways will also be discussed. First, the influence of gonadal steroids on the maturation and maintenance of pelvic reflex circuits will be considered. Second, the consequences of nerve injury will be discussed, particularly in the context of the pelvic ganglia receiving distributed spinal inputs. The review demonstrates that in many ways the pelvic ganglia differ substantially from other autonomic ganglia. Pelvic ganglia may also provide a useful system in which to study many fundamental neurobiological questions of broader relevance.